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Abstract
Even the best Christian programming, education, and church activities are no substitute for an indi-
vidual having a saving encounter with Christ, then being discipled and mentored by authentic Christian 
parents and authentic Christian church leaders.  These parents and leaders must show repentance when 
wrong, process through the struggles of the Christian journey with young people (where appropriate), 
and love them unconditionally as they express their intrinsic joy in their relationship with Christ and 
impart truth and precepts to their children.  
This chapter will assemble information from several books, internet research, and individual inter-
views in order to establish what is generally working in Christian Adventist homes and in the Adventist 
culture to keep or bring young Adventists to a deeper relationship with Christ.  It will also identify what 
is not working.  The greatest influences in young people’s acceptance of Christianity is a healthy life in 
both the family and the church, where people live out an authentic Christianity and possess a firm 
apologetic foundation
dissect the problem in order to see if we can address the 
needs of our young people.
The Problem:  Cultural Adventism
The concept of Cultural Adventism does not appear 
to be one given much thought or study, as evidenced 
by the minute amount written about it.  Finding a 
clear definition of a Cultural Adventist is no small 
feat.  Clifford Goldstein (2005) suggests that a Cultural 
Adventist is one that was raised and educated in the 
church but who, by his own admission, takes “exception 
to many of the church’s theological beliefs and religious 
practices.”  However, James Coffin (2011) did a better 
job of classifying Cultural Adventists as those who do not 
question doctrine; those who find comfort in Adventism 
because that is where they grew up and where their 
family and friends are; those who are satisfied being a 
Millions of dollars have been squandered. Years of prayers have seemingly been for naught.  The time, money, energy and effort of Christian teachers, parents, 
youth pastors, Sabbath School teachers, and parents 
have been rendered void. The statistics are frightening 
and are indicative of tsunami-sized issues that should 
be addressed.  Our young people are leaving the church 
in droves.  According to Roger Dudley (2000) in Why 
Our Teenagers Leave the Church, anywhere from 40-50% 
of Adventist teens will leave the church by their mid-
twenties.  If one is looking for some small ray of sunshine, 
at least it is not quite the 60% (Barna, 2006) to 88% 
(Walker, 2002) of twentysomethings leaving the church 
that Protestantism as a whole is experiencing.  However, 
the numbers are simply too large to ignore.  Statistics this 
large seem to be indicative of systemic problems.  Let’s 
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the standard.  Memorizing the right answers or merely 
behaving in the expected manner lacks the process of 
learning to make choices related to standards.  Compliance 
seems more important than obedience.  Young people 
tend to verbalize a high priority in serving the needy 
(Elmore, 2010).  When a family or church group lacks 
outreach to those perceived as needy, young people label 
such Christianity as inauthentic.  When adults express 
a judgmental attitude towards those that do not “fall in 
line,” young people consider them to be intolerant—an 
incredible taboo to the current generation.
Judgmental, Cold Congregations.  Closely related 
to the last point is that young people feel they are 
keenly watched and judged for any infringement in the 
establishment’s standards and mores (Dudley, 2000).  In 
the landmark book, The Disconnected Generation (2000), 
Josh McDowell explained the concept that rules without 
relationships result in rebellion.  Dudley (2000) shared 
that one of the most prominent themes that has risen 
from his research is that young people are disturbed by 
being judged in four main areas: music, dancing, movies, 
and jewelry. These frustrations of outside pressures to 
follow certain rules in order to be accepted create a wall 
between young people and those setting the standard.  
A Lack of Mentoring or Discipling.  One of the more 
interesting points that the research seems to support 
is that the lack of discipleship from parents, primarily, 
and church leadership, secondarily, is a factor of why 
our young people leave the church. Christian parents 
have the responsibility to create good buttresses in the 
lives of their children. Such buttresses include Christian 
education, participation in Adventurers and Pathfinders, 
regular attendance at Sabbath School and Church, and 
ensuring they understand all 28 fundamental beliefs. 
Although each of these activities can build strong faith 
in our children, we miss the mark when we use these 
to throw biblical information at our children instead of 
processing biblical information with our children.  This 
reveals the need for discipleship.  
Inability to know why we believe what we believe.  We 
are instructed in 1 Peter 3:15 to be ready at all times to 
give a reason for our hope.  Seventh-day Adventists are 
better equipped than many young people as to the biblical 
basis for the hope God gives them.  However, they are 
rarely prepared to enter into the general marketplace of 
ideas to defend that hope or their faith with those that 
have never heard the message of Christ or are hostile 
to Christianity.  They would benefit from learning 
part of “The Remnant Church” and “The Truth,” even 
though they may not be able to tell others why.  Although 
Goldstein’s definition was wanting, I also found the idea 
of Cultural Adventism as incomprehensible as he did. 
Maybe that is because of our shared first generation 
Adventist Christian experience.
It seems that subsequent generations lack the passion, 
conviction, and fervor of first-generation Adventists. 
I believe that it is because subsequent generations are 
brought up in a tradition that is full of biblical knowledge, 
but are not led from a belief in Truth to being convicted 
of Truth.  Why is believing not enough anymore? It is 
not enough because believing in something in modern 
young people’s minds is subjectively based upon what is 
right for each individual.  What is right for you may not 
be what is right for me.  What our young people need is 
conviction of Truth.  In the insightful book Beyond Belief 
to Conviction, Josh McDowell (2002, p. 21) gives a good 
description of what it takes to move young people from 
belief to conviction. 
“Our kids need a deeply held belief in God and 
His Word, a belief that will root and ground 
them in the faith so that no matter what tests 
or trials or storms may come their way, they 
will stand strong.  We’re talking about a belief 
that goes so deep that it unlocks the secret to 
one’s very own identity, purpose, and destiny in 
life.  It is a belief that can equip our children to 
become ‘twenty-first century gladiators’ who can 
enter the arena of an antagonistic culture and 
not crumble under its pressure.” 
A survey of the research seems to point to four basic 
components, or systemic issues, that wedge themselves 
between our young people accepting the beliefs of our 
church and being convicted of the truth of these beliefs. 
I believe this may reveal what has led to a mass exodus 
of young people.
Lack of Authenticity of Church Members.  Young 
people place their priorities in relationships (Dudley, 
2000) and action (Elmore, 2010).  Therefore, when 
relationships are based on legalistic rules, coupled with no 
genuine love or outreach, the situation is a ripe breeding 
ground for contempt and withdrawal.  
Young people are highly sensitive to hypocrisy.  Many 
times they see that their parents and church leaders 
hold them to a certain standard without explaining 
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Generational Faith: Change and Consistency Across Generations
The Old Testament prophet Micah delineated God’s 
expectations of his people: “do justly, love mercy, walk 
humbly with our God” (Micah 6:7-9).  As we seek to 
“do justly” we should examine the way we treat others, 
and do so with much soul searching.  Living out justice 
would lead us to provide for and protect those who have 
been treated poorly by individuals and institutions that 
operate outside of Christian principles.  Young people, 
regardless of any church affiliation, often have a soft 
spot to “love mercy” when it comes to helping those 
who are marginalized.  As followers of Christ we could 
rally around them and help them coordinate the effort 
they have begun.  We can be a source of inspiration and 
information in brainstorming tangible ways they can help 
others. As Christians desiring to “walk humbly” with our 
God, we should be real with each other regarding our 
struggles and our successes through the help of the Holy 
Spirit.  Our young people need to see the ups and downs 
of our Christian walk in order to connect and relate to 
us.  They know we are human, that we are not always as 
polished as what we present on Sabbath mornings, but 
they need to know that we are real—sometimes doing 
well and sometimes not doing well.  As our young people 
inspect our fruit, they should see the Fruit of the Spirit 
so ripe and full within our lives that they know God has 
been working in our lives.
Be a warm and welcoming congregation:  For our 
congregations to be warm and welcoming, we as 
individuals need to be warm and welcoming.  Let me 
give you two scenarios I have experienced.  In the first 
Adventist church I attended regularly, there was this 
amazing older lady who served as a greeter just about every 
Sabbath.  For the first few months she couldn’t remember 
my name, so she would open the door with the biggest, 
warmest smile you ever saw, and say the same thing, 
“Hello, friend! I just can’t seem to remember your name, 
but I am so glad to see you today!”  After that welcoming 
smile and calling me “friend,” she could have told me my 
mama wore combat boots, and I wouldn’t have cared.  I 
felt wanted and accepted (earrings, necklaces and all). 
In contrast, a few years later, our radical youth leader (a 
Christian rapper) brought his Baptist friend to church 
with him one Sabbath.  His friend had not wanted to 
come because he did not have any church clothes with 
him.  This greeter, in contrast, met the fellows at the 
door, hugged the visitor, then commented, “You know, 
the mark of the Sabbath is wearing a tie.”  God help us. 
As a rule we should hold ourselves to a high standard, 
while being patient, understanding, and gracious with 
about apologetics in addition to their faith and hope. 
Apologetics is giving proof, reason, or evidence as to why 
we believe what we believe (McDowell, 2009).
There are many of our young people that are brought 
up in an Adventist home, attend Adventist private 
institutions through college, marry an Adventist they met 
in school, then go to work within Adventist institutions 
(e.g. Adventist education, Adventist health care, Adventist 
ministry).   This is certainly an understandable path if 
the Lord leads in that direction. However, one must be 
careful that the reason for being a part of the system comes 
from the Lord’s call, and not just sliding into where one 
is comfortable.  
Even within the isolated sphere of Adventist 
institutions, the young people we equip for the Lord 
should be prepared to encounter those who do not 
believe.  There are skeptics in Adventist universities, 
unbelieving neighbors to encounter, and seekers who 
may cross our path or have an extended conversation 
with us in any given setting.  We must be able to give 
a reason for our beliefs. Can our young people answer 
questions about our fundamental beliefs, using evidence 
and reason, that will answer questions and incite interest 
from non-believers?     
The Solution: Christian Adventism
It is so easy to get into a pattern and just go with the 
flow of life.  To live and to parent purposefully requires 
being proactive, energetic, creative, and passionate.  We 
need a paradigm switch.  This may mean looking past 
the usual (e.g. having the same friends over for games 
Saturday night, your devotional time being centered 
around the adult quarterly, or your support of the youth 
being solely financial).  This will provide an antidote 
to Cultural Adventism and close the back door to our 
churches before we lose a complete generation of our 
young people. 
Increase Authenticity:  What would it look like for 
our young people to say that their congregation is truly 
authentic?  One must first ensure that individuals have 
accepted Jesus as Savior and Lord.  I know this is about 
as basic as it gets, but I suspect that there are some, dare 
I say many, within our congregations that know the right 
things to say and the right way to act, simply because they 
are generationally Adventists?  Step two is to ensure that 
we grow in our relationship with God through prayer 
and a humble study of God’s Word throughout the week.
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others.  We often have no idea where they are on their 
journey.  Let us consider Colossians 4:5-6.  We should 
accept people where they are and expect all to grow in 
grace rather than placing them on our personal and 
imaginary scale of spiritual maturity.  That should be 
our goal for visitors, senior citizens, the young people 
that grew up in the church, as well as ourselves.  May 
our compassion overwhelm others.
Make disciples: Our church places a high priority on 
evangelism.  However, evangelizing, otherwise known 
as conversion, does not signal the completion of our 
mission.  Jesus’ last instruction to his disciples was not, 
“Go ye therefore, making converts of all the nations…” 
He told them to make disciples (Matthew. 28:19). 
How do we do that today? Jesus’ answer picks up in 
verse 20. “…teaching them to observe all things that I 
commanded you.”  This teaching need not be limited 
to the books of Daniel and Revelation.  New believers, 
young people, and adults also benefit from learning and 
experiencing prayer, bible study, biblical history, and 
responding in a Christian manner to temptations.  In 
theory, this would be a long-term, on-going, organic 
process.  Deuteronomy 6 describes God instruction to 
the Israelites for implementing this manner of religious 
education.  Christians today have easy access to a plethora 
of small group studies on different topics for varying age 
groups.
Learn and teach apologetics:  This is probably the 
most unfamiliar territory for church leaders.  In order 
to ensure that we are on the same page, let’s define 
what apologetics is.  In his book Apologetics for a New 
Generation, Sean McDowell (2009) points out that the 
word apologetics come from the Greek word apologia. 
This is the same word that we find in 1 Peter 3:15 when 
it says, “…sanctify Christ in your hearts, always being 
ready to make a defense (apologia) to everyone who asks 
you to give account for the hope that is within you, yet 
with gentleness and reverence.”  McDowell also points 
out that apologetics “involves learning how to respond 
to common objections raised against the Christian faith” 
(McDowell, 2009, p. 18).  There are a number of small 
group and printed resources to help one as he/she begins 
to travel the intellectual road to giving scientific, logical, 
and philosophical reasons for the tenants of our faith.   
  
